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Fairfax County man 
missing since May 25

By Naomi Scully-Bristol
SPECIAL TO THE FAIRFAX COUNTY TIMES

Shire Stein stood 
shoulder-to-shoulder 

in her train car with some 80 
other Metro riders in early 
2020. Then, it was a “ghost 
town” by June 2020 — a few 
first responders, some home-
less people and herself. 

Now, after moving to 
Leesburg, Route 400 on the 
Loudoun County Transit bus 
to Washington, D.C., brings 
30-50 riders per day, Stein, 
31, said. 

It’s a constant across pub-
lic transit in the greater-D.C. 
area: ridership is increasing 
again, but it’s likely to pla -
teau below pre-pandemic 
levels for good, according 
to James Walkinshaw, vice 
chair of the Virginia Railway 
Express (VRE). 

“It’s very difficult, im -
possible to predict how [rid-

ership] will shake out over 
the next year to 10 years,” 
Walkinshaw said, “But I 
think what we know is that 
it’s never going to be what it 
was pre-pandemic.” 

It’s too early to say where 
VRE’s ridership numbers will 
plateau, Walkinshaw said, as 
it’s dependent on how prev-
alent remote work remains 
post-pandemic in federal 
agencies and corporations. 
He said most of VRE’s rid-
ership are federal employees. 

VRE averaged 18,275 
daily riders across January 
and February 2020, accord-
ing to an email VRE sent to 
The Fairfax County Times 
on June 14. March 2020 saw 
VRE’s average daily rider-
ship drop to 8,764 people, 
followed by just 460 in April 
2020. Average daily ridership 
per month in 2020 didn’t get 
higher than 1,399 from April 
to December, and not higher 
than 3,036 in 2021. 

May 2022 saw an aver-
age of 4,777 daily riders; the 
week of June 6-10 was the 
first time VRE’s daily rider -
ship eclipsed 5,000 people 
(5,245) since the pandemic 
began, according to a sepa-
rate email. 

A day pass on either 
VRE’s Manassas or Fred-
ericksburg line ranges from 
$7-$24.30 depending on the 
route. To make up for the 
financial losses lower rider-
ship brought, VRE relied on 
a combined $274.9 million 
from three separate govern-
ment funds doled out be-
tween March 2020-21. The 
funds were intended to “help 
transit agencies mitigate the 
increased costs and decreased 
revenues associated with the 
COVID-19 pandemic,” VRE 
said in an email June 10, and 
1 percent of each allocation 
was set aside for safety and 
security investments. 

Coming out of the pan-

demic with a lower high-wa-
ter mark of riders, Walk-
inshaw said he hopes the 
funding continues. 

“I do think that every ma-
jor transit system - including 
Metro, including VRE, in -
cluding the subway in New 
York and other large systems 
— are going to be asking the 
federal government for ad-
ditional support as we make 
this transition to a different 
world of work over the next 
couple of years,” Walkin-
shaw said. “We might need 
additional support to con-
tinue to make this transition 
over the next several years, 
depending on how [remote 
work] progresses.” 

Fairfax Connector, a bus 
system that transports people 
across 91 routes in Northern 
Virginia, is also experiencing 
lower ridership on this side 
of the pandemic. Robin Gei-
ger, head of communications 
for the Fairfax County De-

partment of Transportation, 
said in an email that Fairfax 
Connector weekday ridership 
is currently 60-65 percent of 
what it was pre-pandemic; 
weekend ridership is about 80 
percent. 

Ridership on the Con-
nector specifically may see 
a jump July 5, the date most 
state employees are required 
to return to the office, due 
to a new teleworking policy 
announced by Gov. Glenn 
Youngkin (R) last month. 
VRE’s federal worker-heavy 
ridership likely won’t see a 
bump in riders, Walkinshaw 
said. 

And, with gas prices 
hovering around $5 per gal-
lon — and still climbing — in 
Northern Virginia, public 
transportation is becoming 
increasingly cost-effective. 
Stein estimates she’s saving 
well over $150 a month tak-

Covid slammed the brakes on public 
transit; it may never fully recover

By Grant Johnson
SPECIAL TO THE 

FAIRFAX COUNTY TIMES

Friday - Mostly Sunny High: 94°  Low: 63° High: 78°  Low: 56°Sunday - Mostly Sunny

COURTESY PHOTO

Area farmers 
markets boast 
local foods and 

produce  
 

SEE PAGE A6

T he Metropolitan Washington 
Council of Governments (COG) 

has been working with child welfare 
agencies local to the DMV area since 
2003 to compile annual lists honoring 
the region’s dedicated foster parents. 
Their 2022 Foster Parents of the Year 
included Fairfax County resident Sue 
Christenson.

“I don’t do it to be recognized. I do 
it to make a difference in somebody’s 
life,” Christenson said about the shock 
of receiving the award. She retired as 
a psychiatric nurse in the late 80s and 
has been a foster parent with the county 
for 14 years. Her home is a haven for 
infants, thanks in part to her healthcare 
career.

“I had wanted to be a nurse since I 
was a little kid,” Christenson said. She 

From nurse 
to foster 
parent 
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Fairfax County resident Juan 
G. Ward has been missing 

since May 25. His family reported 
him missing to the Fairfax County Po-
lice Department May 26.

Ward is a federal employee who 
has worked at his job for about 12 
years. His family knew for sure he 
had gone missing when his work 
called on May 26, saying he had 
missed an important meeting. He has 
two daughters, and missed his young-
est daughter’s high school graduation 
a few days after going missing.

“That’s when we all absolutely 
knew. That’s proof positive that he’s 
missing,” said Rene Best, Juan’s sis-
ter. “We immediately became hyster-
ical… We knew this was not normal, 
and that’s what we tried to convey to 
the police immediately. This is not 
normal, this is not my brother, this is 
not something that he does.”

Ward was last seen leaving Revo-
lutions Billiards and Bar in the Spring-
field Plaza on May 24 after watching 
a game with a friend there. He with-
drew money from an ATM on May 
24, and again in Woodbridge on May 
25, but hasn’t been heard from since. 
The case has been assigned to a FCPD 
detective who works on missing per-
sons cases.

Ward’s family also reached out to 
Black & Missing, a non-profit organi -

zation that brings awareness to miss-
ing persons of color and provides re-
sources and tools to missing people’s 
loved ones.

Black & Missing helped Ward’s 
family develop a missing flier, 
which they then put up throughout 
the Springfield area that weekend. 
His family also drove from his last 
known location back to his home to 
see if there are any signs of Ward, and 
found none. 

“We want Juan back,” said Best. 
“We love Juan, Juan loves us. Juan 
loves his mother, who is 86, who is 
aching for her son. His daughters are 
tearless because they have no more 
tears to give. They want their father.”

The FCPD has been investigating 
Ward’s case, and are working with 
the Prince William Police because 
Ward’s last known location was in 
Woodbridge. Ward has been entered 
into National Criminal Information 
Center (NCIC) and Virginia Crime In-
formation Network (VCIN) as a miss-
ing person under the “Other” criteria, 
meaning “a person 21 or older, not 
meeting the criteria for entry in any 
other category, who is missing and for 
whom there is a reasonable concern 
for his/her safety,” rather than “En-
dangered” or “Involuntary” (missing 
under circumstances indicating the 
disappearance was not voluntary).

“They’re not looking for him be -
cause they said he’s not critical,” said 
Best, who has been increasingly frus-

trated with the police since her broth-
er’s disappearance. “If the detectives 
are working the case, then they need 
to work the case until resolution. That 
is bringing Juan home.”

Ward drives a 2008 Nissan Alti-
ma (VA tag #UJE3496) and is 5’11 
and 53 years old. The Fairfax County 
Police ask anyone with any informa-
tion to contact their non-emergency 
line at 703-691-2131.

“Our detectives remain dedicat-
ed to this case and our goal is to help 
safely return Mr. Ward to his fami-
ly,” said a spokesman from the FCPD 
Public Affairs Bureau.

“If someone is holding him, 
please give him back. If they know 
where he went, please tell us. If 
they know where he is, and is hurt, 
please tell us!” said Best.  “We have 
to know. We really, really want Juan 
back.” 
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